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I.
ALFRED GONZENBACH AND mE MAKING OF mE
VALLEY QUEEN CHEESE FACTORY OF
MILBANK, SOUTH DAKOTA

Patricia J. Frazee

At the age of ninety-one, Alfred Gonzenbach, co-founder of Valley Queen
Cheese, Milbank, South Dakota, still projects many of the qualities it took for
_him as a young man of twenty-two to pack up, leave his home in Switzerland,
and journey to America. He is witty, willing to tackle new adventures, unwilling
to let old age's minor and major ailments get him down, and possesses an
uncanny memory for dates and figures. He still has the twinkle in his eyes that
helped him win the heart of Gertrude "Trudy" Hauser, his wife, over 58 years
ago. The spirit that kept him going _to never say "I quit!" is still burning bright
within him. A proud, yet humble man, he says, "I did the best that I could with
my life. Maybe I could have done better. I just did the best that I could."
Alfred was born at Roggwil, Kanton Thurgau, Switzerland, in the Schloss
Roggwil on July 6, 1902, to Alfred and Elisa Gonzenbach. The Gonzenbachs had
four other children, two sons, Hans and Max and two daughters, Lisa and Alice.
Alice died in infancy of spinal meningitis. The Gonzenbachs owned and lived in
the Schloss (castle) Roggwil. Living quarters in the castle were also rented out
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to three other families. In the basement there was a cheese factory where a
cheesemaker by the name of Robert Aebi was hired to run a co-op.

There area

farmers brought in their milk to be made into Swiss cheese.
Alfred helped his parents on their twenty-seven acre farm.

They had

sixteen milk cows and over two hundred and fifty fruit trees. The neighboring
area benefitted from their hard labor as the Gonzenbachs sold fruit and apfel saft
(apple cider) at the local market in St. Gallen. Deliveries were also made to local
area homes much like the delivery man of today delivers products. During the
First World War, every available acre of the farm, except for the orchards, was
made tillable and wheat was grown from 1914 to 1918 so that the family had
flour to make bread.
As a boy, Alfred had to climb fifty steps up to his bedroom every night.
That took too much time, so Alfred hung up a long rope and was able to slide
part of the way downstairs each morning.

Alfred spent much of his time

watching and helping the cheesemaker. That area of the castle had at one time
been a chapel, so they were making what Alfred states was "Holy Cheese!"
He attended school in Roggwil where he got an eigh_th grade education.

It was as far as he could go because he was needed at home to help with the farm
work.

He was confirmed where he was baptized in the Evangelische

Kirchgemeinde (Reformed Protestant Church).
Cheesemaking seeped into his blood at an early age. He left home at 17
and worked at various places making cheese.

In Aargau near Egliswil, he

worked for a cheesemaker named Fritz Uetz where he served a two-year
apprenticeship. Max Mueller then hired him to work in the town cheese factory
in Hettenschwil. It was there that the idea of going to America took seed.
Max Mueller had a brother, Reinhard, who was a cheesemaker, living in
Monroe, Wisconsin.

Reinhard would send letters and pictures home to
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Switzerland and those pictures of the United States appealed to Alfred's sense of
adventure. "That gave me the idea that that's where I was going to go~"
At the American Consulate, Alfred was told that the quota of Swiss
immigrants going to America had been met and that there would be a long
waiting period before any more visas would be issued. While waiting for the
visa, Alfred did his boot training in the Swiss Army at Kloten Military Base for
three months. Also, in that time of waiting, Afred's appendix ruptured and he
had to spend six months in the hospital and at home recovering. Alfred also had
an offer to go to Finland as a cheese maker, but no visa could be obtained.
Alfred was planning to travel to America with another of Max Mueller's
brothers. Paul Mueller already had been issued his visa and was ready to leave.
Alfred went back to the American Consulate and pied his case. Luckily for him,
someone had canceled at the last minute and Alfred was able to take that person's
place in the immigrant quota. His visa was approved on November 24, 1924, ·
two years after he-initially applied for it. He had to promise that he had a place
to stay in the United States and that he had enough money.
His parents had misgivings about Alfred's leaving. "_What could they do?
They didn't like it." He was their firstborn, his father's namesake, and the one
who was to have inherited the farm. Alfred was young and ready to fulfill his
dreams. He left with these final words to his parents:

"I'll be back in two

years!"
He and Paul Mueller left by train for Paris and then went on to
Cherbourg, France. There they boarded the British ocean liner Bengaria. In
November of 1924, seven days after they had left their homes, the two young
men arrived in New York. The shipline they had traveled with was responsible
for getting them on the correct train to Monroe, Wisconsin.

They were

transported from port to the train station. Big tags were hung on each of the non-
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English-speaking young men. The signs stated which train they were to be on.
Alfred's first impression of the United States was that "It was cold and nasty!"
He also was amazed that once on the train all of the passengers were chewing.
Alfred thought, "For God's sake, are the ladies chewing (tobacco) in this
country?" He discovered that what everyone was chewing was gum. "Now gum,
that was news to me!"
Twenty-four hours after arriving in New York, the two companions got
to Chicago "very hungry and whiskery." Paul watched the luggage while Alfred
was in the depot barber chair. Alfred then took his turn as luggage guard while
Paul cleaned up. Their first shave in the United States cost each of them one
dollar.
Once back on the train they traveled to Freeport, Illinois, thirty miles
short of their destination. Why the train never went any farther that night, Alfred
never found out. Food and lodging had to be found.

"We walked along the

streets of Freeport until we saw a menu up in the window of a

cafe.

All we

could read on it was the word 'sauerkraut'." Their first real American meal
besides sandwiches gotten on the train, was big plates of sauerkraut, potatoes, and
pork hocks at a cost of fifty cents for each of them. After eating, it was getting
late and a boarding house was finally found and for one dollar each they had a
place to sleep. At this point, Alfred had exactly four dollars left in his pocket.
The next morning they boarded the train and journeyed the thirty miles to
Monroe,. where a worried Reinhard Mueller greeted the two travelers. Reinhard
had been at the depot the night before to pick them up, not knowing they would
not be there due to some quirk in train scheduling.
Three days after arriving in Monroe, Arnold Imobersteg, a Swiss farmer,
came into the cheese factory and asked if there would be someone who would be
willing to work for him for one month, as his hired man was ill. "He knew I
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came from Switzerland so I would help out. We milked 60 cows on that farm,
the man, the lady, the girl, the boy, and me every morning and evening by hand.
"A dollar a day plus board and room. Good pay for -those days."
Alfred hired out to Christ Buhlman, a cheesemaker at Clarno, Wisconsin,
for one year in 1925. There they made cheese in the winter only every other
day. By April, once the cows had freshened, they were making cheese every
day. Alfred worked 5 A.M. to about 1 A.M. for seven months. It was hard
work, but good money to be made. His wages were $150.00 a month.
After the year was up, Alfred decided he needed to move away from
Monroe if he wanted to learn how to speak English. "Monroe was nice with lots
of Swiss people there so I got along fine." The trouble was that everyone spoke
Swiss from the dentist to the man who helped Alfred apply for his citizenship
papers in 1924. "All of us Swiss stuck together like glue."
He found that Milwaukee had night schools where English was taught.
"Once in Milwaukee I couldn't buy a job for anything. I couldn't even speak
enough English to ask for one." Without a job, he couldn't stay so he went to
an employment agency. "Now, that's another story! Two guys were sitting in
there from a lumber camp in Michigan. One of them spoke German and offered
me a job as a lumberjack at $4.00 per day, plus room and board, or I could be
paid by the amount of work I did." Alfred took the job and traveled by train to
the lumber camp. It was 50 below zero when he arrived. He was fed a good
supper and told by the foreman that the best deal was to work for the $4. 00 per
day plus room and board.

"The camp was lousy, old. Twenty-five to thirty

people working there. They were people that could go nowhere else." That first
night Alfred decided there was no future for him at the camp.
In the morning he decided to leave with two others joining him. They had
to walk back the twenty miles to the train station in the deep snow and cold. The
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men were so hungry and thirsty that "we could have eaten the snow for the
thirst."

The three travelers must have presented quite a picture up in those

northern Michigan woods. Each one of them was carrying the luggage of one or
two suitcases and one of the men was hampered in his walking as he had a
wooden leg. Wolves were howling in the distance. Alfred had his life savings
of $300.00 in his pocket and he worried about that. It is no surprise that when
Alfred got back to Milwaukee, he slept for thirty-six hours. The lumberjack era
of his life had begun and ended in one day!
He again had to find work and returned to the same employment office
where he encountered the same two men hiring men for the Michigan woods. He
ignored them and was offered a job at the Wern Dairy Farm near Waukesha,
Wisconsin, as a milker. The farm had a dairy herd of 450 cows. "I told them
right out when I came there, you see, the bookkeeper could speak German. I told
him I hadn't milked cows for four or five years." The guy said, "Well, you got
it (the job)!" "I tried it and the first thing I got was milk fingers. My fingers got
all swollen and sore." Alfred was put to work in the milk house where he helped
wash the milk bottles and bottle the milk. After my fingers got better, I milked
as good as the rest of them." Alfred ha~ twenty-five cows to be fed and milked
at 1 a.m. and twenty-five cows at 1 p.m.
The Wern Dairy sold certified milk (not pasteurized) to hospitals in
Madison, Milwaukee, and Detroit. At that time, certified milk sold for seventeen
cents a quart while regular milk sold for five cents a quart. The workers at the
dairy had to wear white uniforms and caps. They had to be examined weekly by
a doctor. "It was a good place to work. There were about thirty workers, a
cook, and a recreation hall."
While working at the Wern Dairy, Alfred continued to keep in touch with
his friend; Paul Mueller. Paul wrote about a Kraft plant opening up in Antigo,
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Wisconsin.

"He wanted to know if I was interested in getting a job there."

Alfred was, and began to work for Kraft, a company that years later was to
become Valley Queen's major market.

It was at this Kraft plant that Alfred met his lifelong friend and business
partner, Alfred Nef. Ironically, as boys, they had lived only seventeen miles
apart in Switzerland. After six months on the job, the two friends decided to ask
for a raise. "I hate to have to tell you this. We asked for a ten dollar raise. The
foreman laughed and turned us down flat."

They quit and went to work in

Plymouth, Wisconsin at the Phoenix Processing Company. Alfred worked on the
loading dock until the person in charge of firing up the boiler at night got sick.
The boss came and asked if there was anyone who knew how to fire up a boiler.
"I was only making thirty-five cents an hour and that job was paying sixty cents.
I took the job!"
Nef subscribed to a Swiss newspaper from Monroe, Wisconsin, and the
two soon-to-be partners read about the Maple Leaf Cheese Factory that was for
lease in Clayton, Wisconsin. "Nef wrote, and by golly, we got an answer back
and we made a deal. We rented the building and we bought the equipment. That
was in 1927." They made cheese there for two years. They made American and
Swiss cheese from 30,000 pounds of milk during the summer and half as much
in the winter.
Since cheesemaking in the winter was slow, Alfred decided to go to
Whitehall, Montana. A Swiss friend, Ernest Egger, had written and asked for
help at his cheese factory for three months so that he could go back to
Switzerland and get married.
While in Montana, Alfred scouted around with the idea that it was a good
area for cheesemaking. He· found a nice valley that he felt would be the right
spot to start up. This Montana visit later was to change the course of Alfred
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Gonzenbach's and Alfred Nefs lives.
Back in Wisconsin, bad luck hit the two young entrepreneurs. The state
of Wisconsin condemned the building they were _renting. In October of 1928 the ·
building was sold. "The new owner figured he had us over a barrel. He offered
us $900.00 for our $8,000.00 investment."

All of a sudden, that valley in

Montana started looking real promising. Alfred set out by car in October to see
if his earlier expectations of relocating there were feasible.
En route, he came as far as Milbank, South Dakota one evening and
_stopped for gas at a station on the highway. · The gas·station was a local hang-out
and the men inside, upon seeing the Wisconsin license plates, wanted to know
where Alfred was going. "I'm going to Montana to start a cheese factory" was
answered by "We've been thinking we need a cheese factory here. You should
look this place over."
"That's as far as I got!" Alfred never made it to that valley in Montana.
One of the men from the gas station took him out in the country to talk to a few
of the farmers to see to the possibility of their selling milk to a cheese factory if
one would start operating. The farmers contacted weren't very receptive. Alfred
decided it wouldn't do any good to stay in Milbank any longer. Without the
farmers' milk, there couldn't be any cheese.
He went down and told the local implement dealer, George Jurgens, "I'm
going to be on my way to Montana!" Mr. Jurgens didn't want to let a setback
cost the town a new business, so he sat down with Alfred and using paper and
pencil mapped out the farms in all directions from Milbank for about ten miles.
Under each farm he wrote down the estimated size of the farmer's dairy herd.
In those days farmers kept herds of just a few cows. When he was done, he
showed Alfred that there were approximately 1,000 dairy cows in the area. Mr.
Jurgens must have been convincing, because Alfred decided, "I'll sleep on it."
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He stayed overnight at the St. Hubert Hotel.
In the morning Mr. Jurgens came and asked Alfred if he had some time
to spend with him. They met with the mayor and city council. The city of
Milbank owned an empty filtration plant and it was offered to_Alfred as a location
suitable for a factory. The mayor's first question to the town's possible new
cheesemaker was, "How much rent can you pay?"
Alfred had chosen a busy time to stay in Milbank. He was not the only
stranger in town that week, as Saturday was the opening day of South Dakota
pheasant hunting. The Farmers' and Merchant Bank was al_so robbed during that
time and, at first, there was some speculation 1:>y the locals as to whether or not
the robber could have been that fellow in town looking to open a cheese factory.
· Upon returning to Clayton, Alfred had to talk over the deal with his
partner, Nef.

They both returned to Milbank on a beautiful Armistice Day

weekend in November. After some negotiating, it was agreed that the city .of
Milbank would fix up the filtration plant, making the necessary improvements so
that cheese could be made there. The two partners had to agree to pay one year's
rent in advance. "Before they'd spend a cent, we had to send a year's rent!" It
was decided that the factory would be ready by March.
Upon returning to Wisconsin, the two businessmen had to continue their
operation there until their contract ran out at the first of the year. After New
Year's, they started taking apart their equipment for shipment by train to
Milbank. By March 1, 1929, the cheese factory was all set up and ready to go.
The Milbank Herald.Advance printed the following articles concerning the new
business:
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Will Open Cheese
Factory in Milbank
Milbank is to have a new cheese
factory in the old filtra_tion plant
building. Alfred Gonzenbach and Alfred Nef, two experienced cheese
makers of Clayton, Wis., were here
this week and signed a lease with the
city council for the filtration plant
building and expect to open a factory
here beginning February 1. They are
both experienced men in the business
and have the promise of many farmers for a good supply of milk for the
operation of their plant. The opening
of a cheese factory in Milbank will be
the first institution of this kind in
South Dakota. Wisconsin dairy product manufacturers are already realizing that the field there is overcrowded and are looking to South Dakota for expansion in their line.
There is plenty of room in the state
for many more cheese factories and
creameries.
- Milbank Herald Advance, Nov. 14,
1928

WISCONSIN MEN HERE TO
OPEN CHEESE FACTORY
Alfred Ne! and Alfred Ganzenbach, the two young men from Clayton, Wis., who will open a cheese factory here in the old filtration plant
building, arrived the first of the week
and are· getting things in readiness
for their new business. A carload of
machinery which they loaded to be
shipped here has been delayed in transit but it is expected here almost any
day and they will then open th.e f actory as quickly as possible. Both of
them are experienced manufacturers
of cheese and should work up a profitable buainess in this community.
Mr. Nef is married and his wife arrived here with him the first of the
week.
-Milbank Herald Advance, Feb. 6, 1929

However, the farmers still weren't willing to bring their milk to the new
cheese factory despite the fact that the two new cheesemakers had spent hours in
the country talking to them. Neither partner could speak very good English.
Between the two of them, they could speak Swiss-German, French, and Italian.
Fortunately, many of the farmers they contacted were German. "Being able to
speak German didn't hurt us a bit."
On their first day of operation they only got sixty-eight pounds of milk,
and this was from only one of the farmers they had talked to. That milk, too,
was lost, as in the excitement of the first day runnirig, the drain on the vat hadn't
been closed, so all of the milk ran down into the sewer.
The main reason that the farmers dido' t want to sell their whole milk to
the cheese factory was that, in 1929, milk was still separated on the farm with the
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livestock being fed the skim milk and the cream being sold in town. When the
farmers sold their cream, they immediately got paid. The new cheese operation ·
didn't want to do it that way. They wanted to pay on the 20th of each month.
Selling to the cheese factory also meant that the farmers no longer had the skim
milk to use for feed for their livestock.
Deals were finally struck and the farmers started to sell their milk to the
factory and hauled the whey back to the farm for feed. Sixty-four farmers were
selling their milk to the factory by the fall of 1929. Milk was delivered in cream
cans in the back of pickup trucks, a far cry from the sanitary bulk tank trucks that
pick up milk today. The largest milk producer at that time had approximately
twenty-five cows. Today's largest producer has a herd of 400 cows.
A name for the new enterprise had to be found. It was decided to have
a contest letting the general public name the new business. The following two
articles appeaied at that time in the local paper:

Name New Cheese Factory
WANTED-A NAME

Ne! & Ganzenbach, proprietors of
Milbank's new cheese factory, want a
name for their enterprise and are offering a prize of $10 to the person
submitting a name which three Judges
will select as being the most appropriate. Everyone residing in the
Milbank trade territory is invited to
send
in the name which they think
would be most appropriate. Three
judges will decide which one is to be
used. The person supplying that
name will receive the $10. The name
of the winner will be announced next
week. . Read their ad in this issue of
the Herald Advance.
-Milbank Herald Advance, 1'.. eb. 20,
1929

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol30/iss1/3

Thomas McMahon, a farmer residing a few miles southeast of Milbank,
won the $10 prize offered by Nef &
Gonzcnbach for the best name for
their new cheese factory. The name
selected for the new enterprise ia Milbank Valley Queen Cheese Factory.
The judges were Mayor W. H. Koepke,
Spence Selden and A. A. Blomquist. A
large number of names were submitted, many of which were Whetstone
Valley Cheese factory. Quite a number also embodied the word Sunshine,
referring of course to South Dakota,
the Sunshine state. The new cheese
factory is now doing business. Milk
i!; coming in every day and the operation of making cheese is now in order.
-Milbank Herald Advance, _Mar. 6,
1929
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Operating a new factory was hard work.

Once the milk arrived,

processing started about 10 a. m. The partners did all of the work, seven days a
week. Refrigeration was a new word then, so daily handling of the milk was
necessary. Not until December of 1929 was additional help hired. Nef had to
send to Wisconsin for two men at that time because Alfred was hurt when a
cream tester blew up and a piece of steel pierced his right hand. The wound was
not cleaned out well enough and blood poisoning developed.
On New Year's Day, 1930, Alfred was transported by Dr. Flett in his

open car in 30 degree below weather to the neighboring town of Webster, South
Dakota. At the hospital, Alfred was told that if his hand and arm were not better
by morning, they would have to be amputated.
The nurse immediately started applying hot oatmeal packs and used a heat
lamp. In the morning the wound had finally started to drain. The nerves in his
hand were damaged and the fingers numb. Again, Alfred was told that he should
think about amputation. This time the doctor wanted to remove one of the useless
fingers. "Dr. Peabody wanted $70.00 to take that finger off, so I kept it on. I
didn't have the money!" His room was $4.00 a day. He had no insurance and
ended up spending four months in the hospital. His hand took a long time to
once again be useable. "It (the hand) came out very, very good. No fingers
except the one that worked, but still a hand."
The new factory had not started in the best of times.

"Things were

tough." The year 1929 had seen the Market Crash and the start of the Depression
years. Prior to the Depression, cheese sold for twenty-three cents a pound. Now
the factory was selling their cheddar cheese for seven cents a pound. "You can
imagine what the farmer made!"
Then, in the years of 1933-1936, bad luck struck again with the dry
(drought) years. Feed couldn't be grown, so farmers cut back on their dairy
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herds, thus cutting back milk production.
In September of 1932, at the age of thirty, Alfred thought to himself, "If
you want to get married you better get busy and go looking." He decided to go
back for 3 months to Switzerland to visit· his parents and while there look for a
wife. "I went to Switzerland because I couldn't find a wife here." He was to
return to his homeland, eight years after he left, not the two years he promised
his parents. He returned as an American citizen, ·having received his citizenship
papers on December 30, 1931.
He bought a new Chevrolet and drove it to New York. He paid $150.00
round trip to have it shipped to Germany and back again to New York. When
the ship landed, Alfred had made eight friends on the way over who needed rides.
He was happy to accommodate them, and drove through the German countryside,
dropping his fellow travelers at their destinations. At one home he was instructed
by a parent, "Don't mention Hitler!" A warning that came back to trouble him
when he was traveling back to port to sail back to America. At that time, he was
instructed to stay inside his accommodations in Bremen due to the shooting and
rioting over Hitler.
Once back in Roggwil, Switzerland, Alfred took his parents, his sister
Lisa, and her husband Karl, out for dinner one evening at a local guest house.
"That's where I got acquainted with my better half." Gertrude "Trudy" Hauser,
a waitress at the guest house, looked at Alfred and thought, "He was a heck of
a pretty nice guy." Alfred returned the next day and asked her for a date. He
didn't have time to waste. "I only had three months to court her."
In 1933, when it got to be time for Alfred to return to America, Trudy
wasn't ready to leave with him. She felt she was too young, had a good job, and
wanted to save some money. Alfred understood. "I could see it. I wasn't too
· good financially at the time."

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol30/iss1/3
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Always the businessman looking for a way to tum a profit, Alfred had
decided to sell his car before·returning to the United States. It took longer than
he thought it would, delaying his departure date, but he sold it for $900.00,
realizing a profit of $300.00. That profit, plus the $75.00 refund he got for the
car's return trip shipping fee "paid for my whole trip." He returned to Milbank
on March 5, 1933.

It wasn't until two and a half years later that Alfred would return to
Switzerland for his bride. Trudy was having difficulty obtaining her visa, so
Alfred returned to marry her over there. As an American citizen, he would be
allowed to bring his wife back to the United States with him.
Trudy and Alfred were married in Roggwil on September 12, 1935, at the
same Protestant church that he had been baptized and confirmed in. It was the
custom at that church that all weddings were performed in the forenoon. Trudy
and Alfred were the first couple to have an afternoon ceremony.
Without the bride and groom's knowledge, their friends worked to make
the wedding day a memorable one. A friend of Alfred's, Adolf Krapf, who
owned a nursery, hauled in potted trees. In among the leaves he placed white
carnations. To the bride and groom, "It looked like a forest." Trudy belonged
to a song club and her fellow club members canvassed the town, knocked at doors
and said, "There is a wedding. Do you have a flower pot?" The borrowed
flower pots were then placed on both sides of the aisle all the way to the front of
the church.
As was the rule, the church having a men's seating side and a women's
side, the bride entered from her side, the groom from his and together they
walked down an aisle as beautiful as a flower garden. They were married in
front of family members and friends.
Trudy later was to write the following about the honeymoon. "Alfred had
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bought a secondhand Model T Ford for $100.00 which took them over five
mountain passes into Italy on their honeymoon which they enjoyed very much. ·
The weather and scenery were beautiful all the way. The Model T Ford served
them very well." The newlyweds left for the United States on October 23rd from
Le Havre,France on the ocean liner, Lafayette.
On the boat trip back to the States, Trudy suffered from violent sea
sickness. Alfred was worried about her, so he invited some Lutheran ministers
returning from a conference in Germany to come down to the cabin in hopes that
a visit would cheer Trudy up. Upon hearing that the young couple was going to
live in South Dakota, one of the ministers exclaimed, "Oh my dear girl, that's
where the Indians are!" Alfred enjoyed perfect health on shipboard. He carried
a little brandy with him to settle his stomach.
To the new arrival, Trudy, everything and everyone was a sight to behold
in the United States. When the ship landed in New York, all of her fellow
shipboard companions started yelling "America!" in greeting to the Statute of
Liberty, a memory she has never forgotten.

In New York, she saw a man

standing holding what looked to her like a baseball bat. Alfred had to reassure
her that the man was a policeman and what he was holding was his nightstick.
Their hotel room had the unheard of sum of seven lights in it. Trudy
turned them all on at once. "I thought it was an awesome wonder to see all those
lights!"
After staying in New York, the couple traveled by train to Washington,
D.C. for sightseeing. This trip was especially meaningful to them as they were
able to see the Declaration of Independence and the history of their newly adopted
homeland while visiting the Smithsonian.
Once back in Milbank, the new Mr. and Mrs. Gonzenbach went to work.
Alfred back to the cheese factory and Trudy to learn English.
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teacher was to be the Montgomery Ward Catalog. She would look at the pictures
and then the words written underneath. A Swedish neighbor, Alma Skoog, also
was helpful to her as they could converse with one another in their native
tongues, the Swedish and Swiss languages sharing common words.
To become an American citizen was as important to Trudy as it had been
to Alfred. Years before on the day Alfred had gone for his examination, the
judge asked him, "What political party to you belong to?" Alfred didn't know
anything about political parties. He didn't understand. The judge explained that
there was a Republican Party and a Democratic Party. Alfred asked the judge,
"Which party is the best?"
course!"

The judge answered, "The Republican Party, of

Alfred not only became a new citizen then, he also became a

Republican. "I never changed!" Upon reflection of his citizenship, Alfred states,
"It is a nice thing to be a citizen here. Absolutely!"
Now it was Trudy's tum to prepare to become a citizen. She started
studying for her papers and was told by her citizenship class instructor that she
needed to know everything about the Constitution, the Amendments, and the
running of the U.S. Government. She was told, "You won't know what the judge
is going to ask you." Much to her dismay, on her day she was not asked one
single question. "The judge never asked me one question and I was so ready for
it!"
Alfred and Trudy were also busy starting their family. They had a son,
Max, and two daughters, Ruth and Heidi. A new home was built in 1942 and,
although the children are now grown and gone, Alfred and Trudy still live there,
51 years later. "We settled here in Milbank in 1935 and we are still here!"
At the factory in 1937 things started to look better. The depression and
drought years were over. Valley Queen was outgrowing the filtration plant. In
1938, three downtown lots were purchased. The lots were a downtown parking
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area with hitching rails for use by the farmers to tie up their teams when
conducting business in town.

A building was erected and moved into in

September of 1939. This site is still the location of the Valley Queen Cheese
Factory. The original building has been added onto six times and additional land
purchased. "If we had known what we would have today, we would have bought
someplace else. (Not so close to downtown.)"
Although Alfred settled in the United States and has been a citizen for
sixty-one years, his Swiss heritage is a fact that he is very proud of.

His

homeland has remained a very important part of his life. Consequently, he .and
Trudy have returned there to visit many times. Today, he says, "I'm getting as
old as the hills." The trips home to Switzerland are no more! They have also
had many relatives and friends from Switzerland as guests in their home. Alfred
often tells his children, "Stay in touch with the people over there."
His boyhood home, the Schloss Roggwil, is now a historical site and open
to the public for social functions. On their trips back to Switzerland it was the
place he always went back to. A picture of the castle hangs in a place of honor
in the Gonzenbach' s living room.
Land ownership is something that was a necessary part of Alfred's being.
He says, "There is only so much land and there will never be more. If you own
some you'll always be able to grow something." As eldest son, he was to have
inherited the farm in Switzerland. With his migrating to and remaining in the
United States, the farm was passed down to one of his brothers. So, in 1944,
Alfred bought 160 acres of farmland near Milbank. Later he added 440 more
acres and replaced all of the old buildings on the farmstead with new ones.
Then, in 1956, he went to California with a friend and acquired five acres of land
in the Mojave Desert, 50 miles from Palm Springs. For 28 years, Alfred and
Trudy wintered at this warm \Yeather haven.
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Frontage on Big Stone Lake was purchased in 1961. Much of Alfred's
· time was spent in clearing the land before a cottage was built. For years, the
lake home has been a fun place for all of the Gonzenbach family and friends.
When Alfred was a boy, the care of fruit trees was very much part of his
day-to-day responsibility. Upon retirement in 1963, once again fruit trees, their
care, and harvest became an important part of Alfred's life. He planted apple
trees . at the house in town, at the farm, and at the lake. To this day, his apple
harvest provides fruit for Trudy's delicious apple pies. Also, on any given fall
day, Alfred can be found down in the boiler room of the cheese factory making
apfel saft or distilling apfel schnaps from his home grown apples.

Recently,

Alfred purchased 6 new walnut trees and instructed and supervised as son Max,
grandson David, and great-grandson Derek planted them at the Gonzenbach lake
cottage. He winked and said, "I want you to have some nuts to crack after I'm
gone."
Alfred has been an active and interested citizen of the town of Milbank
and the state of South Dakota. For thirty-seven years he was an active fireman,
served on the city council for one term, and was a member of numerous dairy
organizations.

In 1964, along with his partner, Alfred Nef, he was named

Outstanding South Dakota Businessman.

He is a member of Central United

Methodist Church and in April, 1992, was honored as a 60 year member of the
Masons.
When asked if he would do anything different with his life if he would
have the chance, he had the following comments:
"I don't think so. Everything panned out O.K. We just went from one
day to the next."
"I like it very much here."
"If I had stayed in Switzerland, I still would have been a cheesemaker, but
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I would have been working for someone."
"I wanted to always go to Russia, but never got the job done. Time is
. running out."
And, with a thick German accent, he gives this advice because, even
though he tried, he never formally learned English:
"I would give the advice that anyone coming to the United States should
learn the language first."
Even though Alfred formally retired from active involvement at Valley
Queen in 1969, he continues to hold the title of president. At age 91 he spends
some time at the office almost daily where he reads the newspaper and stays in
touch with the business.
He often reminisces about the first days of starting the cheese factory,
about the farmers who were very faithful and supportive and about many of the
employees who were part of the growth of the business. He proudly tells how
the first factory, that received only 68 lbs. of milk that first day in 1929, has
grown and expanded to a modem cheese plant that processes over a million
pounds of milk per day.

It is gathered from 300 area dairy farms and is

converted into several varieties of cheese, cream, lactose and whey product.
He is proud, too, that not only his son Max is involved with the
management of Valley Queen, but also that his grandson David has joined the
firm. "That's three generations of family, you know."
In Trudy Gonzenbach' s words, written in a short biography about Alfred
for Christmas of 1987, she captures the essence of the man known as Alfred
Gonzenbach.
"He is loved and respected very much by his family. It pleases him to be
great-grandpa, as there are now four generations of Gonzenbachs. Alfred is a
wonderful husband and father: generous, kind, honest, humble, a good sport,
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helpful wherever help is needed, a hard worker all his life. He enjoys a good
card game, likes to smoke his pipe and drive his pickup every day. He is a
remarkable, amazing man."
Yes, Alfred Gonzenbach did the best that he could with his life. Maybe
he could have done better. He just did the best that he could. In any man's
opinion, Alfred's "best that he could" was good, very good.
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